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Chapter 3 The Enlightenmen: 61

Voltaire’s angriest words were directed against established Christianity, t0

which he attributed many of the ills of m

odern society. Volraire regarded Chris-

tianity as “the Christ-worshiping superstition” that someday would be destroyed
“hy the weapons of reason.” He rejected revelation and the church hierarchy
and was repulsed by Christian intolerance, but he accepted Christian morality

and believed in God as the prime mover

Voltaire

who set the universe in motion.

A PLEA FOR TOLERANCE AND REASON

The following passages compiled from Voltaire’s works—grouped according to
ropic—provide insight into the outlook of the philosophes. The excecpts come
from sources that include his Candide (1759), Treatise on Tolerance (1763), The
Philosophical Dictionary (1764), and Commentary on the Book of Crime and Pun-

ishments (1766}

TOLERANCE

It does not require any great arc of studied elo-
cution to prove that Christians ought to tolet-
ate one another. I will go even further and say
that we ought to look upon all men as our
brothers. What! call a Turk, a Jew, and a Sia-
mese, my brother? Yes, of course; for are we
aot all children of the same father, and the
creatures of the same God?

What is tolerance? ... We are ail full of
weakness and errors; let us mutually pardon
our follies. This is the last law of nature. . . .

It is clear that every private individual who
persecutes a man, his brother, because he 1§ not
of the same opinion, is & MONSTEL. . . «

Of all religions, the Christian ought doubt-
less to inspire the most tolerance, although
hichetto the Christians have been the most in-
toterant of all men.

... Tolerance has never broughe civil war; in-
tolerance has covered the earth wich carnage . . . -
What! Is each citizen to be permirtted to be-
Lieve and to think that which his reason rightly
or wrongly dicrates? He should indeed, pro-
vided that he does not disturb the public or-

der; for it is not contingent on man to believe
or not to believe; but it is contingent on him ro
respect the usages of his country; and if you say
that it is a crime not to believe in the domi-
nant religion, you accuse then yourself the first
Christians, your alcestors, and you justify those
whom you accuse of having martyred them.
You reply that there is a great difference,
chat all religions are the work of men, and that
the Apostolic Roman Catholic Church is alone
the wark of God. But in good faith, ought our
religion because it is divine reign through
hate, violence, exiles, usurpation of property,
prisons, tortures, murders, and thanksgivings
to God for these murders? The more the Chris-
tian religion is divine, the less it perrains o
man to require it; if God made it, God will
sustain it without you. You know that intoler-
ance produces only hypocrites or rebels; what
distressing alternatives! In short, do you want
to sustain through executioners the religion of
2 God whom executioners have put to death
and who tanght only gentleness and patience?

I shall never cease, my deat sif; tO preach toler-
ance from the housetops, despite the complaints
of your priests and the outcries of ours, until per-
secution is no more. The progress of reason is
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slow, the roots of prejudice lie deep. Doubtless, I
shall never see the fruits of my efforts, but they
are seeds which may one day germinare.

DOGMA

. - . Is Jesus the Word? If He be the Word, did
He emanate from God in time or before time?
If He emanated from God, is He co-eternal and
consubstantial with Him, or is He of a similar
substance? Is He distinet from Him, or is He
not? Is He made or begotten? Can He beget in
His turn? Has He paternity? or productive
virtue withour paternity? Is the Holy Ghost
made? or begotren? or produced? or proceed-
ing from the Father? or proceeding from the
Son? or proceeding from both? Can He beget?
can He produce? is His hypostasis consubstan-
tial with the hypostasis of the Farher and the
Son? and how is it thar, having the same na-
ture—the same essence as the Father and the
Son, He cannot do the same things done by
these persons who are Himself?

Assuredly, I understand nothing of this; no
one has ever understeod any of it, and thar is
why we have slaughtered one another.

The Christians tricked, cavilled, hated, and
excommaunicated one another, for some of these
dogmas inaccessible to human intellect.

FANATICISM

Fanaticism is to superstition what delirium is
to fever, what rage is to anger, He who has ec-
stasies and visions, who takes dreams for reali-
ties, and his own imaginations for prophecies
is an enthusiast; he who reinforces his madness
by murder is a fapatic. . . .

The most detestable example of fanaticism
is that exhibited on che night of St. Bartholo-
mew,! when the people of Paris rushed from

18¢. Barcholomew refers to the day of August 24, 1572,
when the populace of Paris, instigated by King Charles
IX at his mother’s usging, began a week-long slaughter of
Protestants.

house to house to stab, slaughrer, throw out of
the window, and tear in pieces their fellow cit-
izens who did not go ro mass.

There are some cold-blooded fanatics; such
as those judges who sentence men to death for
no other crime than that of thinking differ-
ently from themselves. . . .

Once fanaricism has infected a brain, the
disease is almost incurable. I have seen convul-
sionaries who, while speaking of the miracles
of Saint Paris [a fourth-century Italian bishopl,
gradually grew heated in spite of themselves.
Their eyes became inflamed, cheir limbs shook,
fury disfigured their face, and they would have
killed anyone who concradicted them.

There is no other remedy for this epidemic
malady than thac philosophical spirit which,
extending itself from one to anocher, at length
softens the manners of men and prevents the
access of the disease. For when the disorder has
made any progress, we should, withour loss of
time, flee from it, and wair ¢ill che air has be-
come purified.

PERSECUTION

What is a persecutor? He whose wounded
pride and furious fanaticism arouse princes and
magistrates against innocent men, whose only
crime is that of being of a differenc opinion.
“Impudent man! you have worshipped God,;
you have preached and practiced virtue; you
have served man; you have protecred the or-
phan, have helped the poor; you have changed
deseris, in which slaves dragged on a miserable
existence, into fertile lands peopled by happy
families; but I have discovered that you despise
me, and have never rsead my controversial
work. You know that I am a rogue; thar I have
forged Glodl's signature, that I have stolen.
You might tell these things; I must ancicipate
you. I will, therefore, go to the confessor
[spiritual counselor] of the prime minister, or
the magistrate; I will show them, wich out-
strecched neck and cwisted mouch, that you
hold an erroneous opinion in relation to the
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cells in which the Septuagint was studied; that
you have even spoken disrespectfully ten years
ago of Tobit’s dog,2 which you asserced to have
heen a spaniel, while I proved that it was a
greyhound. 1 will denounce you as the enemy
of God and man!” Such is the language of the
persecutor; and if precisely these words do not
issue from his lips, they are engraven on his
heart with the pointed steel of fanaricism
steeped in the bitterness of envy. . . .

O God of mercy! If any man can resemble
that evil being who is described as ceaselessly
employed in the destruction of your works, is
it not the persecucor?

SUPERSTITION

In 1749 2 wornan was burned in the Bishopric
of Wiirzburg {a city in centrat Germany]l, con-
victed of being a witch. This is an extraordi-
nary phenomenon in the age in which we live.
Is it possible that people who boast of cheir ref-
ormation and of crampling superstition under
foot, who indeed supposed chat they had
reached the perfection of reason, could never-
theless believe in witchcraft, and this more
than a hundred years afrer the so-called refor-
mation of their reason?

In 1652 a peasant woman named Michelle
Chaudron, living in che litele terriory of
Geneva [2 major city in Switzerland], met the
devil going out of the cicy. The devil gave hera
kiss, received her homage, and imprinted on
her upper lip and right breast che mark that he
customarily bestows on all whom he recognizes
as his favorites. This seal of the devil is a little
mark which makes the skin insensitive, as all
the demonographical jurists of those times
affirm.

2The Septuagint, the version of the Hebrew Scriprures
used by Saint Paul and other early Christians, was a Greek
translation done by Hellenized Jews in Alexandria some-
time in the late chird or the second cenzury B.C. Tobit's dog
appears in the Book of Tobit, a Hebrew book contained in
the Catholic version of the Bible.

L S R

Chapter 3 The Enlightenment

The devil ordered Michelle Chaudron 7
witch two gicls. She obeyed her master pinctu:
ally. The girls’ parents accused her of witcherafs
before the law. The girls were questioned an
confronted with che accused. They declared tha
they felt a conrinual pricking in certain pares o
their bodies and that they were possessed. Doc
tors were called, or at least, those who passed for*
doctors at that time. They examined the girls.
They looked for the devil’s seal on Michelle's
body—what the statement of the case called sz- -
tanic marks. Into them they drove a long needle,
already a painful torture. Blood flowed out, and
Michelle made it known, by her cries, that sa-
tanic marks certainly do not make one insensi-
rive. The judges, seeing no definite proof that
Michelle Chaudron was a witch, proceeded to
torture her, a merhod that infallibly produces che
necessary proofs: this wretched woman, yielding
to the violence of torture, at last confessed every L
thing they desired. :

The doctors again looked for the saranic matk.
They found a litcle black spot on one of her
thighs. They drove in the needle. The vorment of
the torture had been so horrible that the poor
creature hardly felc the needle; thus the crime
was esrablished. But as customs were becoming
somewhat mild at chat time,'she was burned
only after being hanged and strangled.

In those days every tribunal of Christian
Burope resounded with similar arrests. The o
[twigs} were lit everywhere for witches, as for '
heretics. People reproached che Turks most for
having neither witches nor demons among
them. This absence of demons was considered
an infallible proof of the falseness of a religion.

A zealous friend of public welfare, of human-
ity, of true religion, has stated in one of his writ-
ings on behalf of innocence, that Christian
tribunals have condemned to death over a hun-
dred thousand accused witches. If to these judi-
cial murdess are added the infinitely superior
number of massacred heretics, chat part of the
world will seem to be nothing but a vast scaffold
covered with torturers and victims, surrounded
by judges, guards and spectarors.
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The following passage is from Candide,
Voltaire’s most farmous work of fiction. The
king of the Bulgarians goes to war with the
king of the Abares, and Candide is caught
in the middle of the conflict.

WAR

Nothing could be smarter, more splendid,
more brilliant, better drawn up than the rwo
armies. Trumpets, fifes, hautboys [oboes],
drums, cannons, formed a harmony such as has
never been heard even in hell. The cannons
firsc of all laid flat about six thousand men on
each side; then the muskecry removed from the
best of worlds some nine or ten thousand
blackguards who infested its surface. The bay-
onet also was the sufficient reason for the death
of some thousands of men. The whole might
amount to thirty thousand souls. Candide, who
trembled like a philosopher, hid himself as
well as he could during this heroic burchery.
At lase, while the ewo Kings each commanded

REVIEW QUESTIONS

a Te Deum?3 in his camp, Candide decided to
go elsewhere to reason abour effects and causes.
He clambered over heaps of dead and dying
men and reached a neighboring village, which
was in ashes; it was an Abare village which the
Bulgarians had burned in accordance with in-
ternational law. Here, old men dazed wich
blows watched the dying agonies of their mur-
dered wives who clutched their children to
their bleeding breasts; there, disemboweled
girls who had been made to satisfy the natural
appetites of heroes gasped their last sighs; oth-
ers, half-burned, begged to be put to death.
Brains were scactered on the ground among
dismembered arms and legs. Candide fled to
anocher village as fast as he could; it belonged
to the Bulgarians, and Abarian heroes had
created it in the same way. Candide, stumbling
over quivering limbs or across ruins, at last es-
caped from the theater of war. . . .

3A Te Deum is 2 special liturgical hyma praising and
thanking God for granting some special favor, like a mili-
tacy viczory oc the end of a was.

1. What arguments did Volraire offer in favor of religious toleracion?
Why did Volraire ridicule Christian theological disputation?
3. What did Voltaire mean by the term fanaticitun? What examples of fanatmsm did- -

he provide? How was it to be cured?

4. Whar did Voltaire imply about the rationality and moralicy of war? gt

4 Attack on Religion

R e

Christianity came under severe attack during the eighteenth century. The philo-
sophes rejected Christian doctrines that seemed contrary to reason. Deism, the
dominant religious outlook of the philosophes, taught that religion should ac-
cord with reason and natural law. To deists, it seemed reasonable to believe in
God, for this superbly constructed universe required a creator in the same man-
ner that 2 watch required a watchmaker. But, said the deists, after God had
constructed the universe, he did not interfere in its operations; the universe
was governed by mechanical laws. Deists denied that the Bible was Goil’s
work, rejected clerical authority, and dismissed miracles—like Jesus walking




